
XII.—Gup-and-Ring Carvings: Some Remarks on their Classification, and a new
Suggestion as to their Origin and Meaning. By W. PALET BAILDON, Esq., F.S.A.

Read 25th March, 1909.

THE curious carvings to which the name " Cup-and-Ring " has been applied are
very widely distributed over the globe. They are found in the British Islands,
France, Scandinavia, and other parts of Europe, and have been noted in India and
in Fiji." They occur on natural rock surfaces, on boulders in situ, on standing
stones, on cromlechs, on detached stones forming parts of chambered cairns, cist
or urn covers, or built into Pictish weems or brochs ; and also on grave-stones in
Christian churchyards, and on the walls of churches themselves.

Who carved them, when, and why, has been a puzzle ever since they were
first noted; a good deal has been written about them, and not a little acrimony
evolved in the process.

I feel that it is presumptuous of me to write on these carvings, considering
that my knowledge of them is derived almost entirely from the works of others,
and I have not made a special study of prehistoric antiquities. But the authorities
who have written on them are so vague as to period and object, where they
express any opinion at all, that a humble student may be excused for venturing
on a path of his own, in the absence of angelic leadership.

These notes are founded mainly on the works of Tate, Simpson, and Romilly
Allen. Tate's work, The Ancient British Sculptured Rocks of Northumberland

a Since the above was written, Dr. Martin, F.S.A., has called my attention to the fact that they

are also found in Thibet. See Percival Landon, Lhasa (1905), ii. 162, 163.
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362 Cup-and-Ring Carvings :

and the Eastern Borders, was published in 1865;a Simpson's work, On Ancient
Sadpturings of Gups and Concentric Rings, fyc, appeared in 1867 as an Appendix
to volume vi. of the Proceedings of the Society of Antiquaries of Scotland; Romilly
Allen had several papers in the same Proceedings in 1881 and 1882, two in the
Journal of the British Archaeological Association in 1881 and 1882, and one in The
Reliquary in 1896. There are other papers in the proceedings of various learned
societies, many of which I have consulted.

I shall quote largely from these various authorities (indeed this paper consists
principally of quotations) for two reasons: first, because, as I have already stated,
I cannot myself speak with authority, and secondly, because I hope to show that
my suggested object of these carvings is supported by remarks made by all three
of the above-mentioned authors. Indeed, it was by putting together and com-
paring the hints thrown out by them, that I came to the conclusions I am about to
lay before you.

1. CLASSIFICATION.

Tate, while giving an elaborate analysis of characteristic figures, makes no
attempt to differentiate the types. Simpson does this, but, as I venture to think,
not on sound lines; he goes on minute differences rather than on broad similarities.
I suggest the following classification :

1. Cups without rings," not connected by grooves.
2. Cups without rings, connected by grooves.
3. Cups without rings, grouped together within grooves.
4. Cups with rings, not connected by grooves.
5. Cups with rings, connected by grooves.
6. Spirals, swastikas, triskeles, and other rare forms.

Many minor variations occur, and some that appear to be freaks, but nearly
all the principal examples known will readily fall into one or other of the above
six types, several of which, however, may occur on one stone. The following
examples of characteristic specimens of each type will be found in the above-
mentioned works of Tate, Simpson, and Allen.

a Reprinted from The Berwickshire Naturalists' Club, v.
b I retain the term " rings " as being well established, but many of the grooves surrounding the

cups take other than circular forms.
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Some Remarks on their- Classification, etc. 363

Type 1.—Gups without rings, not connected by grooves.

These appear on a large majority of the stones in conjunction with other
forms; but in the first place let us consider those cases where detached cups only
are found. Examples: Tate, none; Simpson, plates 4 (figs. 2, 3), 8 (figs. 1, 2, 3),
9 (fig. 1), 10 (figs. 3, 4), 11 (figs. 4, 6), 12 (fig. 5), 17 (fig. 1), 18 (fig. 3), 31
(fig. 1); Allen, Proc. Soc. Ant. Scot. 1881, p. 82; ibid. 1882, pp. 81, 88, 94, 96,
97, 98, 100, 102, 103, 109, 116. A point to be noted is that the majority of
these are standing stones, or, as Simpson calls them, "obelisks," either isolated
or near others. One or two stones are known which have a number of small
holes close together, running in a straight line across or around them.
Examples: Tate, plate 9 (fig. 2); Simpson, plates 9 (fig. 1), 17 (fig. 1), 25
(fig. 2); Allen, 1882, p. 81. These appear to me to have been made with a
view of splitting the stone,01 and though Mr. Allen scouts this idea, I think it is
safer to leave these stones out of the discussion, though I shall have to refer to
the possibility of splitting later on.

Two other classes of stones may be mentioned here. In each of these the
unringed cups constitute the bulk of the carving, but in one class a few cups are
connected by grooves, and in the other surrounded by one or more rings; the
former class seem mostly on flat surfaces, and the latter on upright stones.
Examples: (1) connecting grooves, Tate, none; Simpson, plates 9 (fig. 2), 14
(fig. 2), 26 (fig. 4 ) ; Allen, 1881, pp. 84, 86, 89; 1882, pp. 109, 120; (2) cupB
with rings, Tate, plate 2 (fig. 4) ; Simpson, plates 3, 4 (fig. 1), 6 (fig. 1), 17
(figs. 2, 3), 18 (fig. 2); Allen, 1882, pp. 86, 99, 115, 116; Reliquary, p. 68.
On some of these the number of cups is considerable. Allen figures one with
158 cups, another with 80, and another with 73. They are generally scattered
promiscuously over the surface, without design or arrangement discernible to
the modern eye.

Type 2.—Gups without rings, connected by grooves.

These are mostly found on stones having no ringed cups. Two or more
cups may be connected, and the groove sometimes runs across or nearly across

"• This method may be seen in use to-day in almost any quarry.

3 H 2
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364 Gup-and-Bing Carvings :

the stone (see Simpson, plates 9, 14, 26), Allen (1881, pp. 86, 89; 1882, pp. 85,
92, 113). I am not aware of any example where this type occurs alone, that is,
where all the cups are unringed and all connected.

Type 3.—Gups ivithout rings, grouped together within grooves.

This is a much more interesting class than either of the foregoing, and
presents a very great number of different patterns, hardly any two being at all
alike. For good examples, see Tate, plates 2 (fig. 1, which also has rings), 6;
Simpson, plates 2 (figs. 5, 6, 15); the Ilkley stones figured in The Reliquary.

We may note here that there is no corresponding type with the ringed cups,
which seem never to be found grouped together within a common inclosure.

Type 4.—Gups with rings, not connected by grooves.

Many examples will be found in the works cited; they are generally
accompanied by unringed cups, and are most frequent on standing stones. On
small detached stones, such as cist or urn covers, the ringed cups are often found
by themselves, and it is a curious fact that many of these stones appear to have
been broken to fit them for their purpose. Detached ringed cups are very
frequently found on stones of the next type.

An intermediate type between this and the next is formed by ringed cups
having a radial groove, but not connected with other cups. These are found on
very many stones in various parts.

Tyfe 5.—Gups with rings, connected by grooves.

Examples: Tate, plates 2, 3, 5, 7, 8, 10,11; Simpson, plates 5, 13, 20, 21, 22,
23, 24, 25, 26, 27; Allen, Reliquary (1896), pp. 69, 72, 73, 74, 75.

This is the most interesting class, and presents an extraordinary number of
variations on the same theme. The number of rings is sometimes as many as
eight or nine, and the outermost may be three feet or more in diameter. In many
of these the rings are not complete, but stop short of a curved or straight groove
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Some Remarks on their Classification, etc. 365

leading from the central cup. The method of conjoining, also, is very varied;
the circles may intersect or coalesce, or may be joined in groups by the radial
grooves.

Another variety seems to be peculiar to Rumbold's Moor and the neighbour-
hood of Ilkley; this may be called the ladder pattern. Here, the cups and rings
are connected together by double grooves having cross pieces, like the rungs of a
ladder. Three such stones have been found near Ilkley, and I cannot ascertain
that this variety occurs anywhere else.

Type 6.—Spirals, swastikas, triskeles, and other rare forms.

Spirals : Tate, plate 8 (fig. 3); Simpson, plates 2 (fig. 3), 5, 6, 13, 16, 19,
23, 26.

Swastikas: Tate, plate 5 (fig. 3) (doubtful); Reliquary, 1896, pp. 72, 76, 77.
Triskeles: Simpson, plates 2 (fig. 10), 23.
Freaks: Tate, plate 11 (figs. 10, 11); Simpson, plates 2 (figs. 9, 11), 20.
These are all rare forms, which can, I think, be explained apart from the

commoner designs.

2. ORIGIN AND MEANING.

To begin with, I must mention the theories advanced by Tate (1865), Simpson
(1867), and Allen (1881-2 and 1896); you will find these quotations, I hope, not
uninteresting, and you will note how the writers who are most severe against
unsupported guesses are the most prone to indulge in that fascinating pastime
themselves.

Tate.

" When the earliest public notices were given of the Northumbrian inscrip-
tions, they were supposed to be plans of camps. Mr. Greenwell suggested this
view, Dr. Johnston echoed it, and Sir Gardner "Wilkinson and others adopted it.
In 1853 I proposed a different view, and advocated the notion that they were
symbolical figures, representing religious thoughts, and remarked
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366 Cup-and-Ring Carvings:

" ' I cannot regard them as the amusements of an idle soldiery, nor as
plans of camps, nor as exercises of incipient engineers; for their wide
distribution, and, notwithstanding differences in detail, their family
resemblance prove that they had a common origin, and indicate a
symbolical meaning representing some popular thought; and though
I cannot spell the rude lettering, I fancy, since they are associated
with the last remains of Celtic heroes and sages, they tell of the faith
and hope of the aboriginal inhabitants of Britain.'a

" Mr. Greenwell in 1863 adopts a similar view. ' It cannot, I think,' he says,
' be questioned that their import is religious.'b Sir Gardner Wilkinson in 1859
says, ' I am not disposed to maintain the opinion which at first suggested itself to
me, that they related to the circular camps, and certain dispositions connected with
them.' ° The camp fancy may therefore be considered abandoned; indeed the
wonder is that it should ever have been entertained, for few indeed of the figures
represent the arrangements of a camp; both are more or less circular, but the
resemblance ends there. Strange indeed would it have been, if the people of this
ancient period had from one end of the country to the other been employed in
drawing entrenchments; Dod Law, where they are so numerous, must have been
the site of a military college A glance over the plates of figures will
discover numbers of them, which by no stretch, even of the wildest imagination,
can be likened to camps.

" Though of late years there have been many speculative views put forth as
to the meaning of these symbols, it is doubtful whether any advance has been made
on the general views proposed by me in 1852. The numerous additional facts
observed confirm, I think, the conclusions—first, that these inscriptions have
been made by the Celtic race occupying Britain many centuries before the
Christian era; and second, that the figures are symbolical—most probably of
religious ideas. Look at the extent of their distribution, from one extremity of
Britain to the other, and even into Ireland, and say, what could induce tribes,
living hundreds of miles apart and even separated by the sea, to use precisely the
same symbols, save to express some religious sentiments or to aid in the per-
formance of some superstitious rites." d

a Berwickshire Naturalists' Club, iii. 130.
b Transactions of the Tyneside Glub, vi. 21.
c On Mock-basins in Dartmoor, 117.
d Tate, op. cit. 38, 39.

http://dx.doi.org/10.1017/S0261340900010134
Downloaded from http:/www.cambridge.org/core. Centre Universitaire, on 29 Dec 2016 at 18:49:20, subject to the Cambridge Core terms of use, available at http:/www.cambridge.org/core/terms.

http://dx.doi.org/10.1017/S0261340900010134
http:/www.cambridge.org/core
http:/www.cambridge.org/core/terms


Some Remarks on their Classification, etc. 367

After a short description of the religion of the Druids, Tate continues:
" Altars they would have whereon to perform their sacrifices, symbolic repre-
sentations of their divinities and of the doctrines they taught, . . . . and figures,
too, by which to perform their incantations and magical rites. Nothing remains
so likely to have served these purposes as the inscribed rocks; and if so used,
they would be regarded by the people as sacred stones; and probably enough be
themselves objects of worship." n

Tate goes on to suggest other uses by the Druids for these sacred stones.
Thus, some of the figures may be " hieroglyphics of the gods to whom they were
dedicated," or symbols representing philosophical views on the motion of the
heavenly bodies, or " possibly the grooves passing from the centre of one system of
circles to another might symbolise the passage of a soul from one state of being
into another and a higher state," and that "one of the chief uses of these sacred
stones was for magic and necromancy." He disarms criticism by adding that he
is sensible of " wandering into the regions of speculation, or it may be of fancy."
I agree.

" These inscriptions appear to have served another purpose, in connection with
the dead Their use for the dead was, I think, only partial and secondary;
and arose out of the sacred import of the symbols. The medieval Christian, as
he was dying, gazed with hopeful earnestness on the cross as the symbol of his
salvation, and had it placed over his tomb And so, as the ancient Briton
was laid in his tomb with his weapon and his earthen cup at his side, he might
also be supposed to gaze on the sacred concentric circles, as symbolising his hope
of immortality.

" The Rev. William Procter of Doddington carried this view much further,
and considers that the incised blocks are monumental inscriptions

a t I am,' he says, ' decidedly of opinion that they are all monumental
inscriptions in memory of departed friends whose remains had been,
deposited near them. The oldest monuments in our churchyards bear
no verbal inscriptions; and it is not likely that these far more ancient
monuments aimed at verbal inscriptions. As in our old churchyard
monuments, the sword, the shears, and the cross are emblematical of
the sex, profession, and faith of the departed, so it is pleasing to think
that the prevailing figure of the circle in these engravings in the rocks

a Tate, op. cit. 41.
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368 Oup-and- Ring Carvings :

may have been designed to symbolise the immortality of the soul. Or
the central dot may indicate the individual deceased, the surroundings
have reference to his family or temporal circumstances, and the tract
from the centre through them may indicate his exit from this round
world and its employments.' " a

I cannot withold a tribute to the courage of a writer who, in the course of a
few pages, denounces the ground-plan theory as "fanciful," and quotes the above
extraordinary suggestions with apparent approval.

" The invariable association of these inscriptions with ancient British forts,
oppida, villages, and sepulchres, is evidence of all having been the work of the
people who dwelt in these villages and were buried in these tombs. The proof
has been cumulative; and it amounts to a demonstration when we observe at Ford
"West Field, at Black Heddon, at Craigie Hill, at Lochgilphead, and at Kerry,
typical symbols inscribed on the covers and side stones of ancient British cists;
for these sculptures could not have been of later age than the interments;
they may have been earlier, as they might have been quarried from a sacred
inscribed stone in the neighbourhood, and placed over or in the cist to give
a sanctity to the resting place of the dead. These inscriptions, therefore,
are pre-Roman, and may date backwards not less than 2,000 years, and I am
inclined to believe some 500 or 1,000 years more; because the relics of the
period indicate a low degree of civilisation, and would carry us back to the early
immigration of Celts into Britain." b

Simpson.

Simpson was inclined to believe that these carvings were merely ornamental.
" "Without attempting to solve the mystery connected with these archaic lapidary
cup and ring cuttings, I would venture to remark that there is one use for which
some of these olden stone carvings were in all probability devoted, namely,
ornamentation. From the very earliest historic periods in the architecture of
Egypt, Assyria, Greece, etc., down to our own day, circles, single or double, and
spirals, have formed, under various modifications, perhaps the most common
fundamental types of lapidary decoration. In prehistoric times the same taste
for circular sculpturings, however rough and rude, seems to have swayed the

a Tate, op. cit. 42, 43. » Tate, op. cit. 35.
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Some Remarks on their Classification, etc. 369

mind of archaic man. This observation as to the probable ornamental origin of
our cup and ring carvings holds, in my opinion, far more strongly in respect to
some antique stone cuttings in Ireland and in Brittany than to the ruder and
simpler forms that I have described as existing in Scotland and England." a

This quotation sufficiently illustrates Simpson's view on the ornament theory,
and he next considers "their possibly religious character." In the course of his
remarks under this heading, there is a passage which, while not exactly affording
a clue, suggested a line of investigation which has resulted in this paper. After
commenting on the simplicity of the British stones as compared with those of
Ireland and Brittany, he proceeds: "At the same time these ancient rock-
cuttings in Scotland and England present indisputably, wherever they occur, the
same archaic ' handwriting on the wall,'—they are everywhere so wonderfully
similar in their type of art,—so nearly and entirely like to each other in all
localities in their general artistic conception and details, as to prove that they
originated in some fixed community of objects or ideas among those that cut and
formed them, whether their origin was ornamental, or symbolic, or both. But
whatever else was their object, that they were emblems or symbols connected in
some way with the religious thoughts and doctrines of those that carved them,
appears to me to be rendered probable, at least, by the position and circumstances
in which we occasionally find them placed. For in several instances we have seen
that they are engraved on the outer or inner surface of the stone lids of the
ancient kistvaen and mortuary urn. The remains of the dead which occupied
these cists and urns were covered over with stones carved with these rude
concentric circles, apparently just as afterwards—in early Christian times—they
were covered with cut emblems of the cross placed in the same position. Man
has ever conjoined together things sacred and things sepulchral,—for the innate
dread of death and the grave has ever led him, in ancient as in modern times, to
invest his burial rites and customs with the characters and emblems of his
religious creed." b

Roviilly Allen.

" After seeing several hundreds of these stones in England and Scotland, I
have been forcibly struck by two points : 1st, the absence of any definite
arrangement of any kind in the positions of the cups; and 2nd, the continual

a Proceedings of the Society of Antiquaries of Scotland, 1864-5, Appendix, 102.
b Simpson, op. cit. 104.

VOL. LXI. 3 I

http://dx.doi.org/10.1017/S0261340900010134
Downloaded from http:/www.cambridge.org/core. Centre Universitaire, on 29 Dec 2016 at 18:49:20, subject to the Cambridge Core terms of use, available at http:/www.cambridge.org/core/terms.

http://dx.doi.org/10.1017/S0261340900010134
http:/www.cambridge.org/core
http:/www.cambridge.org/core/terms


370 Cup-and-Ring Carvings:

recurrence of the same monotonous figures of cups, rings, and grooves, repeated
hundreds of times with hardly any variation of any kind, or tendency to develop
into more ornamental forms. The absence of appearance of design in the
arrangement of the cups might be accounted for by supposing that they were
executed one by one, at different times, either by the same or different individuals.
"With regard to no advance being made beyond the cup, ring, and groove, I think
it points to what was before suggested, i.e. that they were either a well recognised
symbol frequently repeated, or that the shape of the cup, ring, and groove adapted
itself specially to some ceremonial use.a

" From the fact of cup-markings being found in so many instances directly
associated with sepulchral remains, I think it may fairly be inferred that they are
connected in some way or other with funeral rites, either as sacred emblems or for
actual use in holding small offerings or libations. I am aware, however, that the
fact of their being found occasionally on vertical surfaces is rather against the
latter assumption. The connecting grooves are suggestive of channels for
carrying of liquids." b

Romilly Allen took a special interest in the cup-and-ring stones at Ilkley, and
wrote three articles on them, two in the British Archaeological Journal (1881 and
1882) and the third in The Reliquary and Illustrated Archseologist (ii. 65)«
In the latter paper he expressed his views as to their date and meaning, as shown
by the following quotations: "If, as seems highly probable, the cup-and-ring
markings have a religious significance, it is evident that the immediate neigh-
bourhood of Ilkley was considered for some reason or other to be a peculiarly
sacred spot in the eyes of the ancient inhabitants of this part of Yorkshire." c

After describing the Ilkley stones, and dismissing the suggestions that the
markings are either natural or the work of some idle shepherds, he proceeds:
" Equally futile are mere guesses quite unsupported by facts, such as that these
sculptures are maps of the stars or of prehistoric villages, a rude sort of picture
writing, or for playing some kind of game. All archaeologists who have given
the matter serious consideration agree that the cup-and-ring markings have a
symbolic origin, otherwise it is difficult to account for the monotonous repetition
of the same figure (not used decoratively, except in rare instances), and for its
occurrence over so wide a geographical area. The irregularity of the arrange-
ment of the cups and rings on the slabs and rock surfaces is possibly due to their

a Journal of the British Archaeological Association, xxxviii. 163.
» Ibid.
c Reliquary and Illustrated Archseologist, ii. 67.
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Some Remarks on their Classification, etc. 371

having been carved by several different persons at different times, instead of
having been designed and executed by a single individual. The cup-marked
stones on Rombald's Moor are in many cases near ancient tracks across the high
ground, and there may be some analogy between the practice of carving these
symbols and that of leaving rags on the bushes for votive offerings, as is done in
Corea and Persia when going over a mountain pass, in order to propitiate the
spirit of the mountain." That the symbols are religious seems probable because
they are found so frequently associated with sepulchral remains, such as mega-
lithic circles, menhirs, chambered cairns, and stone cists, and often on the cover
stones of cinerary urns. The character of the localities where the sculptured rock
surfaces and boulders are found (generally in lofty situations on the borderland
between the cultivated valleys and the barren hill country) are just such as would
be chosen by a pagan people for what are called ' high places' in the Bible." b

We need not follow Mr. Allen further. The remainder of his paper is taken
up by an attempt to show an analogy between the British cup-and-ring marks
and the well-known type of ship-carvings in Sweden. These latter have, to my
mind, no possible bearing on the subject. They are pictures of ships, men,
horses, dogs, weapons, and the like, rude in design and rough in execution, but
very far removed from the primitive designs we are now considering.

On the strength of this analogy, Allen was led to believe that all cup-and-
ring carvings were of the Bronze Age. There, I think, he is wrong, and I
believe that the earlier ones were Neolithic. Except in very rare cases the
characteristic ornament of the Bronze Age is wanting, while the presence of
these carvings in connection with Bronze Age interments is capable of another
explanation, namely, that of adoption. On this point the following quotation
from Simpson will illustrate what I mean, and it will be noticed that he is in
favour of a very early date. Simpson proved by actual experiment the possibility
of cutting grooves and rings on hard Aberdeen granite, with a flint chisel and a
wooden mallet.0

" The very simplicity of the cup and circle forms is one strong reason for
our regarding these types of sculpture as the most archaic stone carvings that

a Mr. Allen, when writing this, must surely have forgotten his strictures on " mere guesses
quite unsupported by facts."

b Again the author's memory is at fault. On a previous page (67) he says : " They (the cup-
and-ring marked stones) are found neither in the bottom of the valley of the Wharfe nor on the
highest parts of Kumbold's Moor, but between the 600 feet and 1,100 feet contour lines." The
highest point of Rumbold's Moor, due south of Ilkley, is 1,323 feet above sea-level.

c Op. cit. 122.

3 x 2
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§72 Gup-and-Bing Carvings :

have been left to us. "When once begun such types of lapidary carving and
ornamentation would, for the same reason, be in all likelihood readily transmitted
down to future generations —and perhaps to races even—that followed long after
those who first engraved them on our stones and rocks. Possibly their sacred
symbolisation—if they were sacred—contributed to the same end; for forms and
customs that were originally religious observances often persist through very long
ages after their primary religious character is utterly forgotten, and even where
the type of religion has been totally changed." a

The Bronze Age folk certainly used cup-and-ring marked stones, but they
got them for the most part (if I may be allowed the expression) second-hand.
For this curious fact is noticed by Simpson, and is borne out by other writers :
that when a cup-and-ring stone has been used to cover a kistvaen or mortuary
urn, it very frequently shows signs of having been broken or reduced in size
(p. 104).

Simpson points out that although cup-and-ring stones upon rocks in situ have
usually been found (in Northumberland) either within or near the walls of archaic
camps or towns, yet none have been found in immediate connection with the
stones of their hut foundations, circles, and pits. " They have been discovered,
however, upon the stones of single human dwellings, probably equally old.
Among the most antique types of artificial human habitations in this country
[Scotland] are our underground houses or ' weems.' I have already adduced
instances of one or two of these underground weems having, in their structure,
stones sculptured with rude cups and rings, etc. The origin and general age of
this type of artificial human dwelling we know not, though the rude materials
and relics occasionally found within them prove the earlier forms of them to
be very ancient. But some facts show that the ring-and-cup cuttings were as old
or older than the date of the building of the most ancient type of these weems;
for in one or two archaic earth-dwellings of this kind, blocks of stone, carved with
ring-and-cup cuttings, have been discovered both in the foundations and roof of
the weems, where they had apparently been introduced and used after serving
other functions as sculptured stones; and possibly at so advanced a date from the
time of their carving that all reverence for the sculptures themselves had died out
in the minds of the generation who used them as simple building material. The
edges, however, of the rings and cups upon the large stone from the weem at
Letham Grange are still so sharp as to show that the block had not been greatly

s Simpson, op. cit. 105.
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exposed and weathered before it was buried in the foundation of this underground
house. Could the builder of this weem have cut these markings upon the stone,
with the hope of thus investing it with any sacred and protective character, before
he placed it in the foundation of his dwelling ? " a

In the Proceedings of the Society of Antiquaries of Scotland, 1882, p. 122, et
seq., Allen gives a most useful list of cup-and-ring marked stones in Scotland,
England, Wales, Isle of Man, Ireland, France, Switzerland, Norway, Sweden, and
Denmark. He mentions 348 stones then known in the United Kingdom ; of these
101 are on boulders in situ, 65 are on stone circles, menhirs, and cromlechs, 57 on
natural rock surfaces, 43 on cairns, and only 20 on the covers of kists or urns.
In Scotland alone, apparently, are any found in Christian churchyards, and of
these there are 30. The small number found in connection with undoubted Bronze
Age interments, coupled with the fact, already stated, that many of these show
signs of having been broken from larger stones, affords a fair and, I think, a
strong argument that the Bronze Age people adopted the cult from an earlier race.

Having now dealt with the various explanations suggested by previous
writers, I come to my own.

To begin with, it seems to me that any theory, if it is to be at all satisfactory,
must account for two facts : (1) the wide-spread distribution of carvings of this
class in many parts of the world, and (2) the constant repetition of similar or
nearly identical marks on the same stone or in the same neighbourhood. No
theory can be considered tenable which fails on either of these points.

Briefly then, my suggestion is that these cup-and-rings carvings were made
for "ghost-houses," and what these were will appear in due course. But before
giving a detailed explanation, I must remind you of certain facts in primitive
religions which have led me to this idea.

If I am right in supposing that the earliest of these carvings are of the
Neolithic period, it is clear that we must look to some very primitive notion,
common to many savage tribes of recent date. Now the root-idea of most
primitive religions (and, indeed, Spencer and others go so far as to say of all
supernatural religions) is that of the ghost. I use this word advisedly in
preference to either " soul" or " spirit," for both these words have acquired
special meanings with regard to Christianity, which are very far removed from
any conception possible to the mind of savage man. The idea of an immortal

» Simpson, op. cit. 109, 110.
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soul, in our sense, has very little, if anything, in common with the primitive
ghost.

The facts and statements that immediately follow are derived from Lord
Avebury's Prehistoric Times, Herbert Spencer's Principles of Sociology, and
Mr. E. B. Tylor's Primitive Culture. I have no doubt others could easily be
found, but in those three works are collected a large number of facts sufficiently
illustrating the point I wish to make.

Primitive man all over the world believed that the ghost of a deceased person
continued to live a ghostly existence ; at any rate for a time. The ghost was not
immortal, however, for it could be killed and eaten by another ghost, and in most
cases seems to have faded out gradually, or gone to the happy hunting grounds or
elsewhere and ceased to haunt its former resorts. But until that remote event
happened, the ghost was a very serious consideration to the living, for it was
always thought of as close at hand, haunting its old home, lingering near the
place of burial, or wandering about the neighbourhood.51

As Tylor says: " The doctrine that ghost-souls of the dead hover among the
living is indeed rooted in the lowest levels of savage culture, extends through
barbaric life almost without a break, and survives largely and deeply in the midst
of civilization." b

The ghosts might be friendly or otherwise, but they were always a source of
superstitious dread. The family ghost had to be propitiated from time to time
by food and other offerings, in order to prevent his showing any animosity,
while the ghost of an enemy was a very serious matter; and every death, whether
of friend or enemy, added another to the many ghosts of those who had died
before. The ghost can bring plague and sickness, cause accidents or even
death, and generally make itself very disagreeable. The ghosts of those dying a
violent or untimely death, of those left unburied, or killed in battle and eaten,
were especially malignant.0

A dread of injury by the spirits of the dead has been very commonly felt by
many savage and semi-civilized peoples; nor, indeed, is such fear unknown in
our own times, and even amongst ourselves ; and it may well be that, by means of
this symbolic figure (enclosing circles round barrows), it was thought this danger
might be averted, and the dead kept safe within the tomb.d

The attempt to propitiate the dead in one way or other, with the view of

a Spencer, op. tit. 234. ' c Tylor, ii. 24.
b Tylor, ii. 21. d Green well, British Barrows, 8.
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averting their displeasure and warding off the danger of their inflicting injury,
might be illustrated very fully and from many sources in the history of almost
every people and religion.1*

Many and weird were the devices for dealing with the ghost. Among some
tribes the corpse was securely sewn up in an ox-hide in a sitting posture, among
others the limbs were all tied fast together (which probably explains the crouching
position of skeletons often found in our barrows), in each case to prevent the
ghost from troubling the living.15 In other cases the corpse was mutilated with
the same object, a practice surviving almost to our own time in the case of
suicides. The Australians, on burying a dead enemy, carefully cut off the right
thumb, to prevent his throwing a ghostly spear.0 For the ghost, just as he
consumed ghostly food, could use ghostly weapons, and hence arose the practice
of burying his weapons with the corpse. Everything, inanimate, as well as
animate, had its ghost, which was liberated by destruction, just as the man's or
horse's or dog's ghost was by death.

It was this same idea of the ghosts of things which led to the breaking of
stone weapons when buried with the dead. These are sometimes found in
considerable quantities. In one barrow in Brittany a large number of stone
implements, some more than 18 inches long, were found, all of which were
fractured. In the celebrated tumulus at Locmariaker, 104 broken stone hatchets
were found, with two perfect ones.d Both stone and bronze weapons found in
interments frequently show signs of having been burnt, doubtless with the same
object, though mere burial may have been considered sufficient in other cases.

Wives were killed, and numerous slaves, in order to provide the ghost with
proper attendance and dignity, and his horses and dogs were often buried with
him.

The ghost also required a house to live in, and the most primitive of the
burial practices is probably that where the dead man is simply buried in his own
hut, a custom widely prevalent.6 At one stage of culture the family continued to
live on in the hut above the bones of the departed, but it is easy to see that this
must have been attended with many inconveniences, even to a savage. Accord-
ingly, we find that the next stage was to leave the possession of the hut to its dead
inmate.

I say " the next stage," but that phrase requires a word of explanation.

a Greenwell, British Barrows, 10. c Spencer, 212. e Spencer, 273.
b Spencer, 1 67, 168. d Simpson, op. cit. 117.
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376 Gup-and-Bing Carvings :

Practically all our information on these subjects is derived from travellers who
have recorded the customs of various peoples visited by them, and I am not aware
of any evidence showing the progress of any given tribe from one set of ideas to
another. But where we have a considerable number of varying customs, it is
legitimate, I think, to try to arrange them in a sequence, and to show how one
custom may pass into another, and I therefore deal with these burial practices in
what appears to me to be their natural and reasonable evolution. I wish it to be
clearly understood, however, that this arrangement is my own, and it is quite
possible that others might arrange them differently.

Be this as it may, there are many instances of tribes where the dead are
buried in their own huts, and the survivors proceed to build a new one, leaving
the old one, with its contents, as a residence for the ghost. To such an extent
was this custom practised, that instances are recorded where the majority of huts
in a village were occupied solely by the dead. When this happened, it was not
infrequent to abandon the village and remove to a new site; the old village was
sometimes destroyed.a

The next stage, as I take it, was to bury the dead outside the village, and to
destroy, generally by burning, the deceased's hut and utensils, so that the ghost
might use the ghost of the hut and other things. Of this there are many
examples. "With some tribes the whole of the dead man's possessions were burnt,
leaving his family with nothing but the site of the hut and any land that he might
have. This must have given place to the next custom, which shows a distinct
advance of thought, namely, instead of burning the actual hut, to build a special
hut, which was sometimes burnt and sometimes left intact for the ghost's use. At
the funeral of a king of Cochin China in 1849 two magnificent palaces of wood
were constructed, with rich furnishings, in all things similar to the palace which
the defunct monarch had inhabited. Thes'e were burned with great pomp.b Where
these ghost-houses were not burned, they were constructed away from the village,
sometimes on the beach or in some other remote place, and sometimes over the
actual grave. Many of the Etruscan and Roman graves were covered with monu-
ments resembling houses, which not improbably represent a survival of this idea.
We thus get the conception of a ghost-village, a place set apart for the ghosts,
who there ate, drank, fought, hunted, and lived their ghostly lives, with their
wives and slaves. But they were not always willing to stay there, and might
escape to trouble the living. We find the medicine-man weaving his uncanny

« Tylor, ii. 23. b Tylor, i. 442.
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spells to drive back any recalcitrant ghost to his own place. Fences of thorns
and screens of network or pieces of cloth were used to keep the ghosts in the
ghost-village. The Queensland aborigines had an annual ceremony, a sort of All
Souls' Day, when they beat the air with sticks and had a mock fight, to scare
away the ghosts of those who had died during the past year. Various devices
were also used to puzzle the ghost, so that he should be unable to find his way to
his old home. Thus, the Greenlanders carry a corpse out of his hut by the
window instead of by the door, while the Hottentots and the Siamese break out
an opening in the wall, and the corpse is carried several times round the hut and
then to the grave by a circuitous road.

The next stage consists in making a miniature hut or model, instead of a
real full-sized one. In China paper models were made of houses, furniture, boats,
sedans, ladies-in-waiting and gentlemen pages, which were solemnly burned at the
funeral. The Malagasy and certain West African tribes make a little " soul-hut "
or " devil-house " over or near the grave. In early interments in Italy, Germany,
and Denmark model houses of pottery are found; and I should like to suggest
here (though it is not material to my argument) whether some of the so-called
" incense-cups " found in many of our English interments may not be ghost-huts
in the model of bee-hive dwellings." Once the idea is attained that a model does
as well for a ghost as a real object it becomes applied to many things. As
Professor Gowland told us some time ago, the Japanese placed images of men and
animals of stone, clay, or wood by the corpse. Egyptian tombs are full of models
of all kinds; models of weapons are sometimes found instead of the weapons
themselves; the modern Esquimaux buries models of kajaks, spears, etc., with
his dead. A sculptured stone from a tumulus in Brittany shows a whole armoury
of weapons and a bee-hive hut, incised in stone, for the use of the ghost.

Size presents no difficulty. The Burmese stretch threads across streams for
the ghosts to pass along; and the modern ghost, if we believe the stories, can
enter through a key-hole, and then proceed to clank chains or move heavy
furniture.

"• Since the above was written, Mr. Towry Whyte, F.S.A., has called my attention to a recent
publication of The British School of Archeology in Egypt, Gizeh and Bifeh, by Professor Flinders
Petrie, 1907. About 150 "soul-houses" were found during the excavations at Rifeh, dating from
the Vlth, Xth, Xlth, and Xll th Dynasties. They consist of clay models of actual houses, with
couches, chairs, water-stands, offerings of food and drink, corn-grinders, etc. Professor Petrie states
that these models were placed upon the surface of the ground over the grave; he suggests that
" the initial motive for such dwellings may perhaps be seen in foreign influences." Illustrations of
many of these are given.

VOL. LXI. 3 K
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Now I suggest that the cup-and-ring carvings are the equivalent of the
miniature ghost-huts and hut-urns that I have just mentioned. Each cup would
then represent a hut, while the rings would be stockades or banks around them.
It may be objected that savage peoples in a time so remote as the Neolithic
period would not have the knowledge or skill to produce ground plans. The
answer is that these are not primarily or intenionally plans. The people who
constructed circular huts with concentric stockades round them, such as can be
seen to-day in many places, must have had the art to measure and mark out the
site on the ground before beginning to build. A plan of this sort seems to me
to be more easily comprehended than a perspective or an elevation. Many tribes
address their dead at funerals, and beseech and exhort them as to their future
conduct, and it requires no violent stretch of the imagination to suppose that the
corpse was informed that the central cup was his own particular kraal, the space
inclosed by the first ring was for his wives, the second ring for his bodyguard or
household slaves, the third for his cattle, and so on, while the unringed cups
would be for other slaves, children, and persons of no particular consequence.
The greater the number of rings, the greater the chief, just as, among the North
American Indians, the size of the tumulus showed the wealth and importance of
the person commemorated.

My suggestion, if correct, will account for most of the difficulties hitherto
pointed out with regard to these carvings. First, as I have already mentioned,
for their wide distribution and monotonous repetition. On standing stones we
generally find one cup with rings and numerous cups without rings; this would
be for a chief and the many slaves who were killed to attend him in the ghost-
world. The large rock surfaces covered with carvings, such as Routin Linn, I
attribute to ghost-villages, where a new ghost-hut is made at each death. And
the different methods of grouping I explain by differences in modes of constructing
villages. Thus, we find the open village with stockaded huts, and unstockaded
huts grouped within a common ring fence, such as a camp. The curious ladder-
forms found at Ilkley would be made by a tribe who cultivated the hill sides in
terraces; it is true that I do not know of any such terraces at Ilkley, but at
Lindley, not far away, there is a very well marked series.

Another very curious feature which my theory accounts for, is illustrative of
a factor in religious evolution by no means extinct. Just as the gentleman's dress
of one generation becomes the servant's livery of the next, so the religious
observances of one age become the superstitions of its successor. Such survivals
are to-day as common and as meaningless as the buttons at the back of a man's
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coat. I have pointed out that the slabs forming chambered-barrows and the
coverings of burial urns are frequently inscribed with cup-and-ring marks, and
that such slabs in most cases show signs of having been broken. You will
remember also that several cup-and-ring stones have rows of small holes,
suggestive of an attempt to split them. I think these two facts are co-related.
If the Bronze Age people who made these kists and were buried in these urns had
found that their predecessors attached great importance and reverence to these
carvings, they would themselves use them, without necessarily understanding or
accepting their original import.* The earlier Bronze folk may possibly have carved
some, but later they would annex a stone already carved, and break and trim it
for their own purposes, a suggestion already made by Tate. In view of this
strange persistence, we are not surprised to find that a Roman sepulchral tablet
found at Birrens in Annandale has a cup surrounded by two concentric rings cut
in each of the two lower corners,15 nor that a small central ring with two larger
concentric ones is placed at the intersection of the arms of a cross on a sepulchral
slab found at St. Peter's, Jersey.0 Indeed, Romilly Allen records in 1882 that no
no less than thirty of these carvings are still to be seen in existing Christian
churchyards in Scotland.

Apart from these isolated instances of survival, the cup-and-ring marks
degenerate into mere ornament. A considerable number of kist-slabs, both in
Ireland and Brittany (referred to in the quotation from Simpson), have their
surfaces covered with elaborate patterns derived from the cup-and-ring. All
symbolism has apparently been lost, and all that remains is the tradition that
designs of this character have some mysterious appropriateness as decorations for
the sepulchral chamber; but the artist is at liberty to use them how and where he
likes, in conjunction with other patterns.

The spirals, swastikas, triskeles, and other rare forms, I am inclined to class
with the secondary interments in burial circles and barrows. These forms are all
typical of Bronze Age ornament, and may have been added to the original carvings
without any very clear object or meaning beyond adding something to a collection
of carvings obviously of a sacred character. Once grant the idea that the Bronze
Age people adopted the cup-and-ring carvings from an earlier race, I see no
difficulty in the theory that they may occasionally have added a design of their

a Mr. Landon states that scrapings from cup marks are used in Thibet as medicine ;
Lhasa, ii. 383.

b Wilson, Prehistoric Annals of Scotland, 400.
c Cutts, Manual of Sepulchral Slabs and Grosses, pi. viii.
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own. In any case these curvilinear patterns are too rare to affect the previous
argument.

Whether this theory of the ghost-houses be accepted or not remains to be
seen, but I venture to claim it as the first suggestion capable of being supported
by argument and illustration, and consistent with what we know of primitive
ideas and customs. It reconciles to a large extent the views expressed by previous
writers, and would, I think, have appealed to most of them. It gives a reasonable
answer to Tate's query, already quoted: " "What could induce tribes, living
hundreds of miles apart, and even separated by the sea, to use precisely the same
symbols, save to express some religious sentiments or to aid in the performance
of some superstitious rites ?" It agrees with Simpson's dicta " that they were
emblems or symbols connected in some way with the religious thoughts and
doctrines of those that carved them"; and that "man has ever conjoined together
things sacred and things sepulchral; for the innate dread of death and the grave
has ever led him . . . . to invest his burial rites and customs with the characters
and emblems of his religious creed." And Allen would find that my suggestion
was not at variance with his own remarks, that cup-and-ring carvings " were
either a well recognised symbol frequently repeated, or that the shape of the cup,
ring, and groove, adapted itself specially to some ceremonial use," and " that they
are connected in some way or other with funeral rites."

And finally, you will all agree that we may apply to these carvings the
criticism that Bernard Picart, writing in 1733, applied (I think) to the cult of
the mandrake: they are " pratiques superstitieuses, qui ont seduit les peuples et
embarrasse les savans."
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